World leaders meeting at the G8 summit in St Petersburg last month had hoped for at least one outcome: a boost to the flagging world trade negotiations in the current round that have been struggling since their initiation in Doha in 2001. Agreement must be reached this month if progress is to be made in this round. Issues are many and various, but in Europe one battle between EU member states and the WTO looks set to run on: the issue of genetically modified crops.
As summit participants enjoyed Russian hospitality, several smaller EU states are becoming determined to defy the WTO and the EU commission in Brussels and continue a challenge to the planting of GM crops within their countries without their complete control.
The battle has come to a head this year because the WTO has been leaning increasingly on the EU to allow the import of GM seed and crops and ruled earlier this year that EU countries should accept GM organisms, in a case backed by the US, Canada and Argentina.
The US, Canada and Argentina made their complaint to the WTO in May 2003. Europe's moratorium on approvals for importing and growing GM crops, introduced at the end of 1998, had angered the three countries, which grow around 90 per cent of all GM crops. They also complained about bans by six countries, Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy and Luxembourg, on certain crops that had been approved before the moratorium.
And Greece has also become increasingly vocal in its opposition to GM crops.
The US and its allies said the moratorium, "undue" delays in approvals, and national bans could not be justified scientifically. This was, they said, delaying progress in the development of GM crops and their role in tackling world hunger. Europe responded by arguing that it had taken a The G8 leaders had hoped to bolster the current round of world trade talks but the WTO faces many problems, including the issue of GMOs in Europe. Nigel Williams reports.
GMOs still rankle in Europe
justifiable precautionary approach because the science of GM crops and foods was uncertain.
The interim report of the WTO's dispute panel was finally sent to the parties on February 7. It was about 18 months behind schedule and ran to more than 1,000 pages, the longest in the WTO's history. The report is confidential and only the conclusions and recommendations of the interim report have been publicly available via a leak to the Geneva-based Institute of Agriculture Trade and Policy.
In essence, the WTO dispute panel has said that Europe's moratorium on GMOs -which ended in 2004 with the approval of a GM maize variety -led to trade rules being broken because it caused "undue" delays in the approval process.
The dispute panel also said that bans by six member states were not based on an adequate risk assessment and so were not scientifically justified according to WTO rules. This represents intervention into countries' freedom to establish the levels of environmental and human safety they deem appropriate.
Since the decision there has been political and public
Opposition: Greece is strongly critical of pressure to introduce GMOs into its agriculture which, in many regions, has been built on long-standing traditional techniques and materials. (Picture: Photolibrary.) reaction. There is little evidence of increasing support for GM crops and food in Europe, and moves to coerce countries and citizens into accepting GM food could backfire. There are now 172 regions and provinces in Europe that have declared themselves GM-free. A recent poll showed that 58 per cent of European citizens were worried about GMOs. Austria and Greece have made defiant statements in response to the report and, in a national referendum last year, the Swiss voted for a five-year moratorium on the commercial growing of GM crops.
Scepticism about GM is not restricted to Europe. All the states in Australia growing oilseed rape have moratoriums on growing, despite federal-level approval, for GM oilseed rape. Farmers in Mali have rejected GM crops as an attack on their way of life, and consumer surveys in Russia, China, and South Africa demonstrate a lack of appetite for GM products.
If there had not been a moratorium in Europe while new rules were agreed the indirect effects on farmland wildlife of growing GM herbicide-tolerant crops would have not been considered in assessments, even though the UK's farm-scale evaluations showed that bird populations could be adversely affected by growing GM oilseed rape or sugar beet. There would have been no requirement to monitor environmental or human health effects. Consumers would not have been able to make a choice about products derived from GM crops, as new labelling laws allow for. And there would have been no traceability requirement for GM foods.
Although the panel's interim report is provisional, it is unlikely it will be modified before final approval. The EU can then appeal, but if the appeal is upheld, the WTO will then ask the EU and member states to comply with the findings of the panel. At least some of the countries with national bans look unlikely to roll over and submit.
The Greek EU environment commissioner, Stavros Dimas, spoke ahead of a meeting in Vienna this spring on the issue of coexistence of genetically modified, conventional and organic crops, of his concern over the Union's food standard agency for flawed assessments of the risks of genetically modified crops and foods, saying that too much data was provided by the biotech industry.
He gave a clear indication at the conference that longer-term studies on the potential impact of GMOs were needed before the EU could consider new applications for approval.
At home, Greeks were even more forthright in their concerns about GMOs. "All political parties are opposed," Theodore Koliopanos, a legislator and former deputy environment minister told the New York Times last month, "which is odd because we disagree about everything else." "The environment minister who gives in and allows (genetically modified food) into this country will never be a minister again," said Nikos Lappas, head of Greece's largest farmer's union. "If our market doesn't buy it, and insurers won't insure us, how can we grow it?", he said.
Trade on: G8 leaders helped boost world trade talks last month in St Petersburg but the WTO still faces many challenges. (Photo: www.g8russia.ru)
